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Abstract
This art history thesis focuses on the structure of the Alhambra and the significance of
elements of the palace complex. This text provides historical context to the Nasrid Empire in
Spain as well as the history behind the Alhambra palace. Most importantly, this thesis analyzes
the role of religion and examines how Islamic ideals are expressed through architecture. Setting
the stage and providing historical context to the history and relationships between Muslims and
Christians are important portions of this thesis.
The Alhambra is an extraordinary structure because of its scale. The Alhambra can be
thought of as embodying a relationship between poetry and decorative programs. Understanding
the religious symbols and significance is important to better examine the Alhambra. The Great
Mosque of Cordoba is considered in order to provide some background into other Islamic
architectural projects in Spain.
This thesis includes a close analysis on the specific structures and components of the
Alhambra. The way the materials of the palace respond to the issues of climate indicate the
artists’ intentions by incorporating the topography and geography of the space. The decorative
program such as inscriptions, stucco carving, and muqarnas stucco decoration provide character
to the palace complex.
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Part 1: Introduction
The Islamic rule of Spain was characterized by intricately detailed, rhetorically charged
works of architecture. During the Christian Reconquista, Islamic architecture took on a new life
as it began to be repurposed for Christian use. The Islamic ruler Muhammad XII who ruled from
1482-92 was the last conquerors of Spain until Ferdinand and Isabella took control of the
Spanish kingdom in 1492.1 The Alhambra was an important site in Granada, Spain as it was one
of the largest Islamic palaces in Spain. When Ferdinand and Isabella took control of Spain, they
spent a large amount of time living at the Alhambra.2 This art historical thesis will focus on the
structure of the Alhambra overall while focusing on the historical context, design, and religious
influences of the palace. This thesis will provide historical context to the Nasrid Empire in Spain
as well as the history behind the Alhambra palace. The research questions at hand are the
following: through building the Alhambra, in what ways did the Nasrid Empire embrace Islamic
ideals, and in what ways did they assimilate to Christian Spanish culture? What were the most
effective ways Islamic architecture was able to be authentic to Islamic ideals while in Spain
during the Umayyad (711-1030) and Nasrid caliphates (1230-1492)? How does the influence of
the Umayyad empire influence the architectural expression of the Mosque of Cordoba (finished
in 971) compared with the influence of the Nasrid empire on the Alhambra (converted into a
palace in 1333)?
It is vital to understand the historical context of Spain’s relationship with Muslim rulers
before diving into specific architectural structures. Muslims traveled to the Iberian Peninsula in
the early 8th century. Due to the weakness of the Visigoth kingdom, Islamic forces were able to
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gain control. From 711-720 the Iberian Peninsula was full of Muslim communities, but this
quickly diminished in 1264 during the medieval period.3 The conquest of Granada occurred in
1492 and marked an era of civil wars and conflicts.4 At the beginning of the fourteenth century,
the Iberian Peninsula boomed with Muslim communities. In 711, Muslims rulers came into
Spain and conquered the territory from the Visigoths. The territory quickly fell to Muslim x
rulers, and the area of Cordoba was ruled by Arab governors until 750. In 711, Muslim
rulers conquered the Visigoth Kingdom and the Iberian Peninsula fell under Islamic rule. Abd alRahman I created a kingdom and marked Cordoba as its capital. This dynasty lasted until 1031
until the Umayyad caliphate of Al-Andalus was terminated.5 The Umayyads entrusted Cordoba
to Prince Abd al-Rahman I who ruled Cordoba until 1031.6 Cordoba was not a simple place to
govern as the Berber ethnic group of North Africa launched revolutionary attacks against the
Muslims because they “resented Arab privilege.”7 This constant fighting created an atmosphere
of tension and defensiveness among people. When the Abbasid group from Baghdad became
weaker, Abd al-Rahman II took advantage of the peace to reshape his government. He adopted
elaborate court rituals and put in place ambassadors between Cordoba and Constantinople. This
relationship between civilization was extremely important as it established the sophistication and
power of the Muslim rulers in Cordoba. The Umayyad caliphate marked the beginning of a
golden age of Muslim leadership as the Umayyads helped Spain become one of the most
civilized locations. The scholar Mikaela Rogozen-Soltar shares how the intermingling of
religious values caused tension among Christians and Muslims in Spain when she states,
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“[Spaniards] associate Andalusian-ness and Spanish-ness with Catholicism to such an extent that
it becomes difficult for converts to establish Muslim selfhoods and communities without losing
their ‘status’ as Spaniards or Europeans.”8 These religious groups were able to coexist together,
but there was an undeniable feeling of tension due to inherent differences between the two
groups. The scholar Jessica Coope notes that Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians, and Muslims were
able to live together under the Umayyad rule of Spain. Coope shares that, “conversion happened
gradually, and non-Muslims may have remained in the majority in some Islamic lands until the
tenth century or even later, but the process of conversion was underway by the eighth century.”9
The Al-Andalus region served as an important place for Muslim rulers because it
demonstrated the power of the Islamic civilization. During the first decade of the tenth century,
Abd al-Rahman III, who ruled from 929-961, became interested in acquiring the Al-Andalus
region of Spain. Christians and Berbers in the Al-Andalus area continued to defend their
territory, which complicated al-Rahman III’s plan.10 The religion of Islam began to flourish in
Cordoba as religious schools were established. Cordoba marked an important site for Muslims as
it was the home of the Great Mosque of Cordoba. This made a large impact on the religious
landscape of the Al-Andalus area. Muslims from around the world would come to Cordoba to
become scholars in Islamic thought.11 The emergence of Islam created a sense of threat for
Christians in Cordoba as they formed factions that opposed Islamic rule and some, “Cordoban
Christians [were] executed by the Muslim authorities for publicly insulting Islam and its
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prophet.”12 Abd al-Rahman III proclaimed himself caliph in 929 and had the goal to “erase all
internal differences among Muslims, thus creating an Andalusian identity.”13 This identity
followed a sense of Arabization that occurred in the Al-Andalus region. The scholar Maribel
Fierro states, “Arabisation seems to have helped weaken the identity of the Christian community,
with the facility of emigration to the Christian lands on the other side of the frontier also
contributing to their decrease in certain areas….Arabisation…did strengthen the Jewish
community, which started to flourish culturally after the establishment of the Cordoban
Umayyad caliphate.”14 This quote demonstrates Islam’s relationship with other Abrahamic faiths
during this period in history. Some Jewish people were able to thrive in the Al-Andalus region as
they were able to develop wealth and were included in the government. Through understanding
the historical context of the Umayyads, one is able to analyze how the Umayyad caliphate gave
way to the Nasrid rule.
Understanding the dynamics of the Nasrid empire is crucial in order to gain a deeper
comprehension of their rulership. The Nasrid empire in Granada can be broken down into four
sections with its own defining features. The first stage lasted from 629-708 and was
characterized by Banu Ashqilula, who was a part of the lineages that had supported Muhammad I
in the creation of his kingdom.15 Ashilula created tensions within the Nasrid caliphate, which
eventually led to the Nasrids forming an allyship with Northern Christian kingdoms to stop the
Marinids.16 The second stage was from 708-733 and was characterized by internal crisis,
pressures to gain control of the Strait of Gibraltar, and dynastic changes. The sultans Nasr, Ismi'll
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I and Muhammad IV ruled the kingdom successively.”17 Political strategy was extremely
important during this period as the Nasrids wanted to gain more military and political control of
surrounding territories. The third stage lasted from 733-793 and can be distinguished as a golden
era for the kingdom. Political stability was achieved as the kingdom was able to flourish
politically, economically, and culturally under the rule of Yusuf I and Muhammad V.18 The final
stage was from 793-1391 and was distinctive as this period exacerbated the downfall of the
Nasrid kingdom. Internal turmoil and “the isolation of the kingdom, and the Castilian decision to
put an end to the presence of the Islam in the Iberian Peninsula” put pressure on the Nasrids and
the kingdom eventually fell due to political instability.19 The external pressures of Christian
kingdoms and the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella challenged the authority of the Nasrids, as the
Nasrids struggled with remaining in power. The long rulership of the Nasrids can be summarized
through internal turmoil, as the Nasrids were trying to adapt to their changing political landscape.
Due to the encroaching threat of Christian rulership, the Nasrids had to put forth political plans
that secured their leadership.20
The Nasrids projected their power through patronage and marked a rise of erecting
monumental structures. There is no doubt the importance of remarkable and religious structures.
The time, money, and energy put into religious structures has been a commonality among
cultures around the world.21 Verkaaik notes the importance of religious architecture when he
states, “mosque commissioners do not simply and unreflectively copy styles from their country
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of origin, they actively choose between various forms and styles to make a political statement.”22
This quote highlights how architecture reflects the values and morals of a community. By
carefully choosing specific values to portray, these structures highlight what the architect and
creator believed was the most important message to convey during that time period.
The meaning of religious spaces is crucial to understanding their form. Verkaaik
maintains that “religious spaces have a kind of agency. They are manmade products that have an
impact on human experience.”23 This quote demonstrates the aura and piety that structures can
evoke. Verkaaik discusses the use of the veil in religious architecture and how it plays out in the
religion of Islam, “more than just a symbol of religious identity, the veil can be seen as an
affective object – an object, that is, that imposes its power onto the human subject and affects the
subjectivity of the person who wears it. By wearing the veil, Muslim women actively allow the
affective power of the material to transform their sense of self.”24 Religious structures and
monuments are places of transformation for individuals. Religious structures as affective places
and how their meaning is ever evolving and changing with the times. These ideas can be
translated into the Alhambra as this structure continues to hold significance, meaning, and a
sense of self to Spaniards in today’s world.
British travelers were some of the first non-Spanish explorers to examine and study the
Alhambra. Their written records of the state of the palace complex informs the culture
surrounding the memory of the Alhambra today. Many of these historic travelers made
connections between Gothic architecture and Moorish architecture. The pointed arch and cloister
structure were ones that travelers saw in the Alhambra. Tonia Raquejo stated, “the connoisseur
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and collector Frank Hall Standish observed that 'the minute squares and ovals' and 'the variety of
design worked into each of the walls', gave the Alhambra an appearance of such transparency
that it seemed virtually transformed into an ethereal or magical palace, 'a fairy habitation', as he
described it...the muqarnas are illustrated in a way which makes them look like pointed arches,
and this invented feature gives the impression of a lofty dome which renders the palace more
'spiritual' in character.”25 The mixing of Islamic and Gothic architecture is highlighted as many
of these themes are similar as they evoke piety and wonder in a higher power in similar manners.
The relationship between the architecture at the Alhambra and Gothic themes is
interesting as they both have similarities. It was believed that “Gothic was seen to be such an
important and open topic… [David Urquhart] finds the earliest example of the pointed arch in
Arabia…. but he argues that the Crusader did not bring back the pointed arch, but rather the
Muslims took it with them as their Empire extended.”26 The 11th century Gothic arch was used
to open up the structure to more light. The idea of dematerializing the walls of churches was
important to signify the light and omnipresence of God. These ideas were ones that influenced
Frank Standish and his interpretation of the Alhambra. The mixing of values and architecture
between Muslims and Christians is important to note here. The Alhambra can be thought of as a
melting pot of culture, architecture, and people, as this palace complex was repurposed to a
Christian space after the expulsion of Muslims in 1492. The ever-changing nature of this
complex is important to note and something this thesis will highlight.
Another issue at hand that this thesis will address is the challenges of studying Islamic
architecture in a Western setting. Throughout Western history Islamic architecture has only been
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studied seriously for less than 100 years.27 This subject is relatively new because for a significant
amount of time Islamic architecture was grouped with Chinese, Japanese, and other cultures.28
This was due to the fact that Western communities viewed communities of color in a similar
vein. It is interesting that Islamic architecture was linked with other cultures even though each
culture has very distinct architectural styles. Islamic architecture is known for its, “plethora of
decorative techniques-whether in mosaic, fresco, patterned brick, carved marble, stone, or
stucco, or glazed tile work–expressing vegetal, geometric, and epigraphic themes give this
architecture a unique and instantly recognizable cachet.”29 These features set Islamic
architecture, at least Islamic architectural decoration, on a different path than that of other
cultures. The dispersion of knowledge and education surrounding Islamic architecture in the
West has been a subject that has been heavily controlled in many ways. Scholarship on Islamic
structures have been under a Western monopoly as the West has historically dictated how this
subject matter has been evaluated. The scholar Richard Hillenbrand states, “Islamic architectural
history is a field invented by Westerners and cast in Western terms.”30 This fact is dangerous as
it brings up a relationship of superiority as Western terms become more valued than Islamic
terminology or understanding. Using Western terms to describe Islamic themes and ideals is
inaccurate as Western ideals cannot fully encapsulate the historical and religious context of
Islamic motifs. Due to this fact, “in most Islamic countries, libraries simply cannot afford most
books on Islamic architectural history published in the West…by a singular irony, the richest
Islamic countries–those who could buy these books from the West–are those with the poorest
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architectural heritage. Iran used to be the only major exception, but post-revolutionary Iran can
scarcely be called rich.”31 The dissemination of knowledge and education of Islamic architecture
has been difficult to access because of these challenges and obstacles. Hillenbrand showcases the
parallel nature of Western structures and Islamic architecture as he states,
“most Islamic building types can be paralleled, if not indeed duplicated in the west. Many
mosques can be interpreted as rearrangements of standard early Christian and Byzantine
church types. Minarets have an obvious source in church towers. The mausoleum genre is
common to both traditions, as is the educational establishment with cloisters and their
adjoining rooms disposed around a central courtyard…or a madrasa. Many Islamic
palaces derive from Roman models….this is of a piece with the fact that the Medieval
Arabs saw themselves as the heirs to classical knowledge, philosophy, and science…the
few distinctive Islamic forms–the bazaar, the fountain, the muqarnas or honey comb
vault–do nothing to dislodge that connection.”32
The sentiments from the quotes from above is salient as it shows how Islamic architecture had a
close relationship with Western architectural forms. Even though the Islamic world has not been
thoroughly studied in the West, the West has often gained inspiration from Islamic ideals. The
idea and issue of how Islam is understood and portrayed in the Western world is problematic in
many ways and something this thesis will touch upon.

Part 2: Historical Context
The historical context of the Alhambra and specifically of Granada is crucial to
understand in order to situate the Alhambra within its historical context. From 711-720 the
Iberian peninsula was heavily populated with Muslim communities, but this quickly diminished
from 1264 onward.33 The conquest of Granada occurred in 1492 and marked the culmination of
the Reconquista.34 At the start of the fourteenth century, the Iberian Peninsula had a population
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of five million people which was divided into the kingdoms of Castile, Aragon, Navarre, and
Portugal, “leaving the Muslim kingdom of Granada unaffected.”35 Muslim rule was only limited
to the Kingdom of Granada during the medieval time period. Muslims traveled to the Iberian
Peninsula in the early 8th century. Because of the weakness of the Visigoth kingdom, Islamic
forces were able to gain control. Abd ar-Rahman III established a caliphate in Cordoba, and he
ruled from 912-61.36 “The Islamic presence in the Iberian Peninsula is, then, defined by six great
historical periods of following the conquest of the Visigoth kingdom in 711: 756-912: Emirate of
Cordoba 912-1031: Umayyad Caliphate 1031-1091: Taifas’ kingdoms 1086-1146: Almoravid
Empire 1147-1223: Almohad Empire 1235-1492: Nasrid kingdom of Granada.”37
The Alhambra was greatly expanded when the Nasrids gained authority over Granada
(figure 1). The leaders Yusuf I, who reigned from 1333-54, and Muhammad V, who reigned
from 1354-59 and 1362-91, forces on the Palace of Lions and the Palace of Comares inside the
Alhambra complex.38 A plan of the Alhambra complex is seen in figure 2. The Nasrids worked
on the Alhambra complex for over 260 years before the surrender to King Ferdinand and Queen
Isabella in 1492.39 Rammed earth construction was one of the first Islamic building techniques
and examples of this can be found in the fortresses and walls of Granada, Badajoz, Daroca and
Calatayud, “whose fortification dates from 884-5.”40 Because the Umayyad Caliphate divided its
territory into many provinces, the rammed earth technique can be seen on various border walls.41
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“From the 12th and 13th centuries, when the advance of the Spanish Christian Kingdoms
confined the Muslims to the Kingdom of Granada, the building and the fortification of cities
increased. During the 14th century the wall of Albaicín in Granada was built using the technique
of lime-crusted rammed earth.”42 Early techniques of the Granada kingdom was one that was
very innovative during its time.
The scholar Jessica Coope provides further information on how Muslims lived in the AlAndalus region. Coope expresses how in 711 Muslim Arabs and North African Berbers who
converted to Islam moved into Spain from North Africa. The Visigoths of Spain were quickly
defeated and the area became ruled by Arab Muslims. Coope states, “until 750 Al-Andalus was
ruled by a series of Arab governors under the loose control of the Umayyad caliphs in Damascus.
When the Umayyads were overthrown by the Abbasids in 750, Umayyad supporters invited
Prince Abd al-Rahman to rule in Al-Andalus. He and his descendants ruled as amirs, and then as
caliphs of Al-Andalus, until 1031.”43 The Berbers staged many revolts against the Arab Muslims
as they could not speak Arabic and felt isolated.44 Abd al-Rahman II took advantage of this
unprecedented peace and prosperity. Coope shares how al-Rahman II, “introduced additional and
more specialized offices at court, modeling his bureaucracy after that of the Abbasids in
Baghdad. He was the first amir to limit his public appearances and to adopt an elaborate court
ritual, favoring the image of a distant, eastern-style ruler (the image that the Abbasids cultivated)
over the more egalitarian Arab style of leadership that the Umayyads had traditionally embraced.
His reign saw the first exchange of ambassadors between Cordoba and Constantinople; the
Greeks now considered the Umayyads worthy of serious attention and recognized that they

42

Ibid. 15.
Jessica Coope, “Religious and Cultural Conversion to Islam in Ninth-Century Umayyad Córdoba,” University of
Hawai’i Press, 1993, 47–68. 52.
44
Ibid. 52.
43

14

would be natural allies against the Abbasids.”45 He was able to capitalize on his religion and had
the opportunity to advance his kingdom and rulership.
The passage from Muslim to Christian Granada signifies a tumultuous journey between
the two faiths. The scholar A. Harris shares how the rulership of Ferdinand and Isabella marked
the end of Muslim rule in Granada as, “their success marked both the end of the so-called
Christian Reconquest—a centuries-long struggle for dominance between the Muslim kingdoms
of Al-Andalus, in the southern portion of the Iberian Peninsula, and the Christian kingdoms to
the north.”46 The new monarchs were focused on the Christianization of Granada, as Granada
became the center of their political and religious goals. Land was seized for the palace and for
monasteries and government buildings. The royals donated land that belonged to Muslim rulers
to establish a Hieronymite monastery. Harris states, “the terms of the surrender agreement
guaranteed that the majority of Granada’s mosques would remain centers for Muslim worship.
Shortly after the conquest, however, the monarchs ordered the al-T ayyibı¯ın mosque—a
religious center frequented by the city’s elches, or Christian converts to Islam—be consecrated to
St. John the Baptist and St. John the Evangelist. Catholic priests sang the first mass in the city in
the main mosque of the Alhambra, which served as the city’s first cathedral.”47 Even though a
new wave of Christianization entered Granada, the Muslim population remained virtually the
same.48 Harris shared how, “Ferdinand and Isabella promised, for example, that Granadino
Muslims would continue to live under sharia, Islam’s legal code. In the case of a dispute between
a Christian and a Muslim, justice would be rendered by two judges, one from each faith. They
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also pledged to respect the rights of the conquered Granadinos ‘to live in their own religion, and
not permit that their mosques be taken from them.’”49 Ferdinand and Isabella kept their word in
order to honor Granada’s Muslims and Christians. When Charles V came into power and came to
the Alhambra in 1526 with his wife Isabella of Portugal, his aspirations for his rulership differed
from his grandparents. His grandparents wanted to focus on coexistence with Muslims, whereas
Charles did not believe in this. Harris states under the leadership of Charles V urban reformers
beginning in the 1570s, “embarked upon the wholesale destruction of mosques, the most visible
reminders of Islam, and the erection of churches and religious houses on their foundations.”50 In
1499, there were uprisings as Muslims were not allowed to own land. These revolts caused the
Muslim population to dwindle as they no longer had political representation.51 Harris comments,
“in 1492 Granada’s status as a outpost on the frontier between Christendom and Islam and the
perceived threat of its large, unassimilated mudéjar community prompted the creation of a
captain general, or military governor, of the kingdom of Granada. Headquartered in the
Alhambra, the captain general commanded all troops in the province, including the coastal
guards, as well as the Alhambra garrison.”52 The Alhambra acted as its own entity, but was still
focused on Christianization efforts in the region. Harris mentions how the, “regular clergy also
played an active role in Granada’s spiritual life. Perhaps as a counter to the city’s symbolic status
as the last stronghold of Islam, Christian monasteries and convents were founded at a rapid rate;
by the end of the sixteenth century, Granada had nearly thirty religious houses, home to some
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1,207 monks and nuns.”53 Granada’s agenda of making Christianity the dominant religion was
successful as they were able to drive out Muslim leaders and laypeople.

Part 3: Role of Religion
The role of Islam plays a very important part in the history of the Alhambra.
Understanding how Islam manifests itself in the Alhambra aides one in gaining a full picture of
the history surrounding the palace complex. The scholars Kenneth Mills and William Taylor
highlight the relations between Muslims and Christian in Medieval Spain from the 9th-12th
centuries. The authors share how, “such rivalries, suspicions, and ethnic exclusivity among
peoples living together in medieval Iberian cities under Muslim or Christian rule may actually
have contributed to a certain stability in the social order.”54 Many Muslim jurists commented on
the rule of Spanish Muslim leaders. These jurists adhered to the conservative beliefs of Malik b.
Anas and his school of Islamic law called Maliki.55 Muslim jurists emphasized the fact that
religious boundaries were beginning to become blurred as Muslim people had to navigate living
in a Christian space. The jurists shared how “the cities of Al-Andalus, in particular, afforded
many opportunities for contact between Muslims and Mozarabes (Christians living under
Muslim rule)...concerns were developing about more substantial mingling and even official
tolerance of religious laxity, including Muslim attendance and participation in Christian religious
festivals and the failure of rulers to curb such ‘popular’ behavior.”56 The activities of Al-Andalus
were seen as forbidden and inappropriate in the eyes of jurists. Jurists believed that women were
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the principal religious offenders and led other Muslims to partake in gift-giving and taking
holidays which imitated Christians. These women were labeled as corrupt people.57 Spanish
Christians emphasized the inappropriateness of Muslims in Al-Andalus. Christians “routinely
saw and emphasized bellicosity, brutishness, materialism, and unbridled sexuality [in Muslims].
Muslim baths, presented as places of barely imaginative iniquity, were the feature perhaps most
commonly remarked upon by Christians who wished to accent the self-indulgences of
Muslims.”58 The Mozarabes who lived among Muslims in Al-Andalus integrated into Muslim
culture as they seemed to integrate into Muslim society.59 Yahya b. Yahya al-Laithi, a famous
Berber jurist and follower of Maliki law, stated that “receiving presents at Christians from a
Christian or from a Muslim is not allowed.”60 There was a clear division between the leadership
and elite class of Muslims and Christians that these two groups should not interact with each
other. It is interesting that Mozarabes integrated in Muslim society, even though Christian and
Muslim leaders were strong in their beliefs of separation.
The scholar Richard Serano highlights how the Alhambra interacts with Islamic religious
text as well as its historical context. The scholar states, “When Ferdinand and Isabella took
possession of the Alhambra, it had already long been an expression of nostalgia. Although the
monarchs may have had little or no sense of their significance, the lines of poetry they saw on
the walls after they took the keys from Muhammad XII (known to the Castilians as Boabdil or El
Chico [the little one]), the last Nasrid ruler, had been there at least a century, composed by the
minister-poets Ibn al-Jayyab (1274–1348), Ibn al-Khatib (1313–75), and Ibn Zamrak (1333–
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93).”61 Poetry plays a major role in the Alhambra and its position in history. The author
highlights Ibn Zamrak’s poetry and states,
“by the fourteenth century in Granada the life had already gone out of poetry; it might as
well go up on the walls and lose itself among the geometric shapes of the ceramic tiles
and textiles (a surprising number of which are extant although not in situ) and the
stylized...It is common in Alhambra studies to note that, although the building’s stylistic
peculiarities have, since the early nineteenth century, become architectural shorthand for
the Arab world and Islamic culture, it is unique today and almost certainly was in the
fifteenth century as well.”62
Serrano states how incorporating Islamic text into architecture is something that is also seen in
the Dome of the Rock. Serano shares the importance of poetry in the Qur’an when he states,
“The Qur’an banishes poetry from the center of Arab culture and rejects it as the source
of knowledge and meaning in the life of the Arab, yet by the tenth century in Cordoba
this poetry had been re-sacralized by its return to the holiest place of Islam, even if that
return is slightly off-centered by its projection to the final years just before the Qur’an’s
appearance. I suggest that the Alhambra is a physical manifestation of the tension
between poetry and Qur’an and represents yet another attempt to resolve it as Al-Andalus
entered into its final and splendid decline.”63
This quote highlights the important interconnectedness of written text and architectural
expression. Poetry and the written word serve a crucial part in Islam and has always been a factor
that has been deeply respected. The Alhambra utilizes Quranic scripture as well as other Islamic
sites like the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. Infusing quotes from the Qur’an into the
architecture, makes the space holy and serves as a meeting point between earth and the divine
world.
The urban location of mosques is significant, and it creates a strong connection to cities.
Richard Serrano states, “the Ottomans, who ruled over the Islamic world for about 700 years,
created an architecture which was open to the exterior and developed a type of mosque that stood

61

Richard Serrano, “READING THE ALHAMBRA,” in Visible Writings: Cultures, Forms, Readings (Rutgers
University Press, 2011), 293–304, https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt5hj75h.23. 294.
62
Ibid. 295.
63
Ibid. 297.

19

out in the urban space as sculptural.”64 Creating architecture that was unique against the urban
backdrop, helped mosques be able to stand on its own. Serrano shares how, “sixteenth-century
Ottoman mosques were designed with a specific urban development project in mind. They were
positioned in the city to be viewed from specific distances and venues and visually related to
each other in the urban landscape.”65 Mosques were not meant to be isolated structures, but
rather ones that engaged with people and urban settings. Serrano remarks, “as the Ottoman
Mosque is transformed into an urban sculpture, it contributes to the observer's sense of
familiarity with the city and creates a sense of human scale, giving the observer the feeling of
belonging.”66
Islam presents itself clearly in Islamic architecture specifically in mosques. The scholar
Jale Erzen states, “the Islamic world, within which the architecture mosque developed, is
influenced by an adoration for the creations of God.”67 The importance of God and the pure
devotion of a higher power is a factor that is seen throughout the architecture and formation of
mosques. Erzen shares Sinan’s, one of the greatest Ottoman architects, thoughts on architecture,
“In every corner is a rose garden of Paradise its marbles would think (themselves) in a sea of
elegance.”68 The idea of paradise is a common theme throughout mosques. The communal aspect
of mosques is integral to the religion of Islam, because, “although the Prophet had warned
against the futile show of riches and materiality in this world, prayer in communion is important,
since Islam claims to be a religions of equality and communality…In Arabic, the word for beauty
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has the same root with the words 'wholeness’ or ‘community.’”69 Community is an important
part of the faith, which is why mosques reflect this value through their architecture and
accommodation of large numbers of people. Early mosques were used as community meeting
places, “the hypostyle hall, which was usually a rectangle with the short axis toward the mihrab,
was entered from an open courtyard surrounded by arcades. This courtyard would also be used
for prayer when the congregation was large.”70 “The first mosques are in the form of multi
columned (hypostyle) structures where the space in front of the Mihrab (a kind of altar pointing
toward Mecca) was covered with a dome whose interior surface would usually be decorated with
plaster stalactites that created a play of light, symbolizing the heavens.71” The idea of stalactites
in mosques can be seen in early mosques in Cairo, which symbolize heaven through plaster
decoration indicating the spiritual and holy nature of the space (figure 3-4).
The relationship between mosques and paradise is significant as mosques try to recreate a
sense of paradise on earth. Mosques are sites that focus on equilibrium and a sense of harmony.72
Erzen clarifies the difference between Islamic ideals and Western ideas when he states, “in the
Western world, humans create their own destiny by opposing forces with will and power. In the
Islamic world, however, it is believed that humans are born into a perfect world and that the
mosque should represent this perfect world, while also referring to the afterlife that is promised
to the faithful.”73 Mosques represent perfection and paradise, which is why their pristine nature
that is free from human or animal figures is a powerful symbol of purity. “According to Islam,
humanity has destroyed the perfect world initially given by God. In mosques, an attempt is made
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to recreate this perfection to make people remember it primarily through symbols and
expressions such as calligraphy, decoration, and the structure of mosques, as well as through
certain other aesthetic designs that refer to the promised paradise.”74 Perfection and harmony is
embodied through mosques. Many mosques utilize a use of light in order to symbolize heaven.
In Christianity, light represents God or a powerful spiritual force. In 16th century Ottoman
mosques, these mosques used a generous amount of light to create a connection to the divine
realm. “The baldachin structure of sixteenth-century Ottoman mosques allows for windows to be
opened in its walls at all elevations…there are also windows around the drum of the dome,
allowing light to enter the interior from all sides and levels….at all times of day the quality of
light is such that one never knows where the sun is. The overall light effect is provided by double
windows, by grates on the outside, and by stained glass.”75 The transformative and transportive
power of light helps the faithful gain a strong connection with God. The Ottoman mosque of the
Hagia Sophia in Istanbul, Turkey is a strong example of the importance of a dome and light
(figure 5).
The scholar Jale Erzen shines light onto the beliefs of the Italian contemporary architect Augusto
Romano Burelli as Burrelli states, “the internal space given over to prayers must be perfectly
visible in all its points, un-secret and revealed…[while] conceal[ing] from the worshipers the
position of the sun in the heavens.”76
The mihrab and the exterior wall of the portico at many mosques (the arcaded entrance
section also used by latecomers for prayer) further relate to the idea of paradise in a mosque.
Erzen shares, “as the faithful look toward the mihrab niche, they often face decorations that
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symbolize the opening to the paradise garden. In the portico of the Rüstem Pasa Mosque in
Istanbul (c. 1560), tiles that depict a garden of flowers symbolize paradise. The Green Mosque in
Burse has a mihrab that is decorated with blue tiles on which yellow and gold flowers have been
painted.”77 Early mosques in North Africa and in Andalusia Spain follow these trends of colored
tiles and brightly colored floral motifs.
The use of water and symbols of forests are other connections to the paradisiacal ideal in
mosques. In the Seljukid madrasas, “there used to be a small pool under the oculus of the dome,
collecting rainwater and reflecting the sky; often a spiral incision into the pavement near the pool
would symbolize the universe…The Great Mosque in Bursa dating from 1300 has in its very
center a large pool with sprinkling water, used also for ablution.”78 Water and purity are very
important to the religion of Islam, as Muslims must go through a cleansing process with water
before prayer. Water helps Muslims become pure and clean before forming connections with the
divine. “The Great Mosque of Cordoba (786-788) with its hundreds of columns and
superimposed horseshoe arches, represents or symbolizes the forest,” which symbolizes the lush
nature of paradise.79 “For a culture that first developed in the desert lands of Arabia, both water
and flora have special value. This is the reason why green is a sacred color for Islam and why the
presence of water in the mosques is of special value…by inclusion of many visual and sensory
references to paradise, the mosque is experienced as a metaphor for it in every sense.”80 The
sensory experience of mosques can overtake one’s emotions. By playing to all five senses,
people become consumed with the powerful force of religion, which makes the process of
praying more significant.
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The ritual of praying can be seen as a performance to God in God’s heavenly theater, the
mosque. “The sight of prayer in a mosque, either of a single individual or of a group, will make it
obvious that the whole interior space, designed to be clearly visible and homogenous in all of its
parts, is conceived as a stage for the observance of a performance.”81 The interior space of the
mosque is vital to understand as it serves as a platform for prayer. The interior of mosques has no
furniture other than carpet on the floor. It is believed that the verticality of the columns and
arches represents the human body, which creates a connection between human and structure.82
The congregation of a mosque is placed in the center of the structure so that action revolves
around the participants.83 “The congregation is thus made part of the performance, both watching
and being watched. This reflects the idea that God is everywhere and is always watching. The
whole world is there for the enjoyment of God…The main purpose of prayer is to represent this
direct relation with God, to offer oneself to the gaze of God as a worshiper of God.”84 The
performative aspect of praying is fascinating to think about, as the mosque provides the perfect
setting for a spiritual performance. The use of the human body becomes vital to this
performance. Before entering the mosque, participants partake in a cleansing ritual with water, as
the feet, the face, and the ears are washed and, before entering the mosque, the shoes are
removed. “Before the prayer, the body is prepared and cleansed. This practice readies the body
for both active participation and heightened perception.”85 “One feels the floor under one's feet,
and during the prayer touches one's forehead to the floor several times. In this bare interior the
voice of the imam and the sounds of water (if there are fountains) are made to be heard and
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appreciated in the best way.”86 In many of the mosques of Sinan, water jugs are situated in the
domes to absorb echoes so the sounds of the prayers are heard in a clear and pleasing manner.87
Mosques are designed and decorated with inscriptions to prepare participants “for the special
experience of the heavenly theater that lies inside.”88
The cosmic spiral and inclusion of circles in mosques symbolize the never-ending love
and power of God. “Especially in structures where the dome spans a wide opening, there are
several enveloping layers of structural elements, concentrically placed, that make it possible to
enlarge the interior space as well as to stabilize the structure.”89 The inclusion of geometric
elements into the mosque is important as it highlights strong motifs in the religion of Islam. “The
circle symbolizes the perfect form and relates to the heavens and to God, while the square, with
its four directions, relates to human existence and to the world. Most Islamic geometric
decoration of polygons and stars is derived from the rotation of the square within the circle.”90
Ottoman mosques are used as examples of merging geometric forms into a cohesive structure.
As Erzen states, “the spherical shape of the dome and the prismatic shape of the building are
symbolic representations of the square moving within the circle. The Ottoman mosque and its
decorations are thus perfect expressions of the synthesis of the world of man and the realm of
God. However, this polarity can also be understood as practicality and spirituality, as mind and
body, or as earth and world.”91 Geometry provides a connection between the human realm and
the divine realm.
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The Great Mosque of Cordoba
Cordoba is a significant Spanish city, both in terms of its history as a key city in Islamic
Spain, and for the Great Mosque of Cordoba, whose design and decoration set important
precedents for centuries of subsequent buildings in Al-Andalus. Cordoba is a very culturally and
historically rich location in Spain as it was also home to the ruling Umayyad aristocracy.
The scholar George Earle provides a history of Cordoba as he states, “In 929, Cordoba had a
population of a half million, with a Muslim aristocracy of wealth living in ease and luxury
seldom equaled in history. The great new palace-long ago destroyed-reportedly housed 14,000
male servants and 6,000 females, and was a dazzling dream of 4,000 marble columns, colored
and translucent marble and alabaster panels, and gold, silver, and ivory inlaid work, along with
colorful mosaic walls and ceilings.”92 It is clear from this description that Cordoba was a place
full of opulence, beauty, and wealth. In the mid-twelfth century the capital of Spain was moved
from Seville to Cordoba which helped the location gain further prominence.93 The scholar
Anthony Emery provides more information on the rulership of Cordoba when he states, “The
rule of ‘Abd al-Rahmán III (916–61) marked the zenith of Moorish occupation which extended
to all but the northern and north-eastern mountain range leaving the greater part of the country
under the caliphate of Córdoba.”94 A century later, the caliphate experienced political instability
which provided the perfect opportunity for Christian rulers to take over parts of the territory. It is
important to note that, “Abd al-Rahman I thus started a dynasty with its capital in Cordoba
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whose members ruled first as amirs and then, from the tenth century, as caliphs, a dynasty that
lasted until 1031 when the Umayyad caliphate of Al-Andalus was abolished.”95 The caliphate of
Cordoba flourished during the beginning of the twelfth century, but as time went on power began
to slip from the caliphate’s grasp and Christian forces seized this opportunity to gain more power
and land.96
The Mosque of Cordoba is an important site as it showcases the ideals of Islamic
religious architecture while also incorporating a sense of harmony throughout the whole
structure. The horseshoe arch combined Islamic architecture ideals with Mediterranean ideas as
well, as the alternating colors of the arch added to the overall beauty of the site. After the fall of
Cordoba in 1236, “the mosque was preserved as the repository of Castilian Spain's signs of
victory, and became a source of aesthetic and architectural inspiration that was eventually
transported to the New World.”97 The mosque demonstrates architectural values that became
popular under the rule of al-Hakam II al-Mustan- sir who ruled from 961-976. The mosque was
able to reflect Umayyad values through its architecture, in a way that honored the traditions of
the Umayyad while utilizing new techniques and technologies.
Abd al-Rahman II expanded the mosque for the second time in 836. This expansion was
due to the rise in population, as al-Rahman II only wanted one congregational assembly on
Fridays.98 The location of this mosque is significant as it is believed that seventy Muslims were
martyred in the Battle of Siffin that took place in Cordoba.99 Abd al-Rahman II’s expansion
placed a heavy emphasis on the importance of inscriptions around the mosque. This tradition is
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one that honors Islamic beliefs about not portraying figural imagery, but rather focusing on
vegetation and scripture. The inscriptions are described as reflecting, “the earlier dogmas by
defining believer status through a minimum of requirements while continuously emphasizing
God's choice (tawfiq) in supplying the huda (divine guidance) required for the righteous and
truthful (haqq) foundations of the expansion and its accompanying mulk (power, dominion), thus
providing the necessary ideological basis for the mosque's historical and mythical
associations.”100 Above the al-Hakam’s entrance there are inscriptions that describe paradise and
state how God protects those who believe in his power.101 One significant arch quote reads, “to
Him is due the primal origins of the heavens and the earth, how can He have a son when He has
no consort? He created all things, and He has full knowledge of all things. That is God your
Lord, there is no God but He, the Creator of all things; then worship Him, He has power to
dispose of all affairs."102 The quotes around the arch highlight the importance of faith, belief in
God, and believing in God’s mercy. Predestination is also demonstrated in these quotes which
display the Umayyad’s beliefs on predestination and their relationship with the divine world.103
The arch quotations end with, "the Dominion is God's upon guidance (al-mulku lillahi Cala alhudd), God's praises upon Muhammad the seal of Prophets." This formula introduces two
historical texts that commemorate the construction of the mashrac and the mosaic decoration of
"this venerable house."104 These inscriptions serve as a bridge to the mosaic. The mosaic
inscriptions surround the niche and are done in gold Kufic characters that are against a blue
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background.105 The pairing of gold and blue creates a strong contrast. The inscriptions highlight
the omnipresence of God and how followers should submit to God’s will.106
In 929 the Umayyad caliphate was restored by Abd al-Rahman III al-Nasir who ruled
from 912-961. His focus was to complete the Cordoba mosque as the, “Cordoba mosque’s
expansion is historically positioned as a completion of an integrated program meant to enhance
the image of the Andalusian Umayyad caliphate and fulfill caliphal prerogative.”107 The ideas of
Abd al-Rahman III al-Nasir were crucial in the formation and structure of the Cordoba mosque.
The mosque was expanded to a twelve-bay system and included horseshoe arches to break up the
long interior spaces. The interior of the mosque was extremely large and hollow as, “the
horseshoe arches are broken up into complex intersecting and polylobed designs, and constituent
elements are rearranged into a discrete, hierarchically ordered composition.”108 The maqsuraqibla formation is important as it highlights the rich decorative program inside the mosque.
Ornamentation was done through carved marble, stucco, and mosaic which utilized Kufic and
Quranic scripture and other historical statements.109 The domes on the structure are very
common in many Islamic structures, especially mosques. The dome is deeply recessed and has a
niche for the mihrab. There are two smaller openings which flank the side of the dome. One
opening leads to the mosque’s treasury while the other leads to the caliphal palace.110
The mihrab’s horseshoe arch contains the last area of inscription at the Great Mosque.
The final section of script is described as:
“It introduces a text commemorating al-Hakam's order to "set up these two supports of
what he has founded upon purity and with sanction from God" (nasb hadhayn al105
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minkabayn fimd assasahu Cald taqwa min allahi wa ridwIan), with the middle portion of
verse 7:43, "Praise be to God, who has guided us to this (hadana ii hadha), never could
we have found guidance (wa ma kunna linah- tadi) had it not been for God's guidance
(lawla 'an hadadn); indeed it was the truth (al-haqq) that the apos- tles of our Lord
brought to us.”111
The physical structure reflects the script as two pairs of marble columns flanking the mihrab
niche refer to God’s “eternal home in heaven.”112 The importance of al-Rahman III as a leader is
described in the inscriptions as well as it, “implies the caliphate itself, a necessity for the
unification of a Muslim community torn apart by the schisms instigated by false caliphs.”113 The
script adds another layer for the visitor as it demonstrates the holy nature of the structure. The
inscriptions never refer to the mosque but, “rather to a house of worship that fulfills a series of
prophecies and completes the final cycle of Umayyad history.”114 The script solidifies the
significance of the Umayyad rulership and displays its relationship with the Islamic faith.
The Great Mosque of Cordoba is a medieval monument that is often brought into
conversation with the Alhambra. The harmony, balance, and dramatic use of light gives the
hypostyle mosque unique characteristics. The scholar Noha Khoury states how the mosque at
Cordoba is a mix of old and new architectural ideas, “its system of double tiered arcades with
superimposed horseshoe arches supported by slender pilasters on marble columns, and the
originality of its overall compositional effect are all factors that enhance its value to the history
of western Islamic architecture in particular.”115 The use of old and new architectural elements is
very similar to the structure of the Alhambra. As a leading al-Andalusian monument, “the
Cordoba mosque embodies the history of the Iberian peninsula from its Islamic takeover in 711
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through successive stages of Umayyad and post-Umayyad dominion and beyond.”116 Following
the fall of Cordoba in 1236, the mosque was preserved as Castilian Spain's signs of victory.117
Al-Hakam II al-Mustan- sir who ruled from 961-976 focused on expansion during the tenth
century as he emphasized merging the past and future in terms of architectural growth.118 AlHakam’s plan for the Cordoba Mosque is one of growth in order to accommodate more numbers
of people. “The Great Mosque of Cordoba thus both absorbed and reflected various aspects of
the Umayyad past, transcending association with any individual monument from this past.”119 In
929 the Umayyad caliphate was restored by Abd al-Rahman III al-Nasir who ruled from 912961. As Khoury points out, “the Cordoba Mosque’s expansion is historically positioned as a
completion of an integrated program meant to enhance the image of the Andalusian Umayyad
caliphate and fulfill caliphal prerogative.”120 Al-Hakam's twelve-bay expansion and the original
plan of 956 connects to the mosque's larger historical fabric seen in figure 6-7 below.
The additions of the horseshoe arches break up the structure, “and constituent elements
are rearranged into a discrete, hierarchically ordered composition.”121 The maqsura-qibla
structures provides a rich decorative program, “executed in carved marble, stucco, and mosaic
that includes an epigraphic program whose archaizing Kufic inscriptions comprise both Qur'anic
verses and historical statements.”122 The domes of the mosque are deeply recessed and include a
shell-hooded mihrab nice with, “two smaller flanking openings, one of which leads to a series of
chambers that once constituted the mosque's treasury and the other to a passage (sabat) that
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linked the mosque with the caliphal palace–most likely by means of a covered bridge that
spanned Cordoba's main processional thoroughfare (al-mashraca al-kubrd).”123 The maqsura
dome includes geometric shapes like circles and polygons which emphasizes the oneness of the
universe, seen in figure 8. The decorative program is consistent with many other mosques with
the use of Quranic and Kufic scriptures and verses, seen in figures 9-11.124
It is important to note that Christian worshipers came to the mosque in 1523 and
proposed to construct a new church within the former mosque. “The proposal initiated a
controversy that placed church officials at odds with the Cordobán town council. Part of the
impetus for the project proposed by the Cordobán Bishop was no doubt a desire to compete with
more than a century's worth of construction at the new cathedral in nearby Seville.”125 A council
tries to appeal this new construction plan to Charles V, but Charles ultimately was in favor of
building a new church, and a “new main chapel (capilla mayor) was constructed within the
existing structure.”126 Charles V wanted the new church to be dramatic and went for a Gothic
cathedral plan. The prayer hall was demolished and double arcades of the hypostyle interior were
filled with panels of relief sculpture to define the chapel walls.127 “In plan, the new chapel
disrupts the illusion of the endless "forest of columns" which had formerly characterized the
interior space, and the soaring elevation of the addition dramatically changed both the way the
mosque was experienced as a ritual space and the way in which the total architectural
composition was viewed from outside.”128
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The founders of the mosque had different outlooks on how the mosque should function
and bring people together. Khoury described that “the mosque's dynastic founder, 'Abd alRahman I, was extolled by Imam Malik. The mosque's second expansion, undertaken by 'Abd alRahman II in 836, is attributed to the patron's strict adherence to Malikism and his consequent
refusal to allow more than one congregational Friday assembly in Cordoba despite a rise in its
population.”129 Al-Hakam held onto idealistic ideas of what the mosque should be like and
refused to change the mosque’s qibla and stated, "we are a people of precedent’ (madhhabuna alittiba), to express a similar sentiment.”130 It was important for Al-Hakam to stay true to the
essence of the past structure. The location of the mosque is significant as seventy Muslims were
martyred at this spot before Abd al-Rahman I took control of Cordoba.131
The Quranic inscriptions included throughout the ornamentation of the mosque is
significant as they leave the lay people in awe of the power of the divine. “The inscriptions
reflect the earlier dog- mas by defining believer status through a minimum of requirements while
continuously emphasizing God's choice (tawfiq) in supplying the huda (divine guidance)
required for the righteous and truthful (haqq) foundations of the expansion and its accompanying
mulk (power, dominion), thus providing the necessary ideological basis for the mosque's
historical and mythical associations.”132 The idea that God guides his followers is a strong ideal
that is repeated throughout the mosque. The inscriptions above al-Hakam's entrance (al-mashrac
ila musalldh) state “that enumerate spiritual obligations, promising paradise to those who profess
belief, accept the Prophetic message, and reject trinitarian shirk, and are steady in their faith.
Verses 41:30-32 in the framing arch of the composition state, ‘Those who say 'our Lord is God',
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and further stand straight and steadfast, the angels descend on them, 'fear ye not nor grieve, but
receive glad tidings of the garden which you were promised. We are your protectors
(awliyadukum) in this life and the hereafter, therein shall you have all that your souls desire,
therein shall you have what you ask for; a gift from One Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful.”133 The
arch quote highlights how God created the universe and earth. Khoury translates the arch quote
as reading, "that is God your Lord, there is no God but He, the Creator of all things; then worship
Him, He has power to dispose of all affairs…., inscribed in the mosaic band framing the
horseshoe arch, "Our Lord condemn us not if we forget or fall into error; our Lord lay not on us a
burden like that which You laid on those before us; our Lord lay not on us a burden greater than
we have strength to bear, blot out our sins and grant us forgiveness, have mercy on us, You are
our Protector, help us against those against faith." The quotations emphasize faith and God’s
mercy during the day of judgment. Another set of Quranic verses create a connection between
the Umayyads success and the divine. Khoury provides a translation of the Quranic verse 3.8
when she states, “Our Lord, let not our hearts deviate now that You have guided us (idh
hadaytand), but grant us mercy from Your presence for You are the Grantor (of bounties without
measure).’ In asking for constancy in guidance the verse defines a preexisting and consistent
condition whose applicability to the Umayyad caliphate is emphatically underscored in the final,
non-Qur'anic formula, "The Dominion is God's upon guidance (al-mulku lillahi Cala al-hudd),
God's praises upon Muhammad the seal of Prophets." This formula introduces two historical
texts that commemorate the construction of the mashrac and the mosaic decoration of ‘this
venerable house.’"134 The mosaic inscriptions that surround the niche are done in gold Kufic
script set against a blue background. These set of quotations highlight God’s omniscience as well
133
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as the importance of total submission to the higher power. Khoury states that verses 32:6 and
40:65 in the Quran read, “Such is He, the Knower of all things, hidden and open, the Exalted, the
Merciful. He is the Living, there is no God but He; call upon Him, giving Him sincere devotion,
praise be to God the Lord of the worlds.’”135 Themes of God’s unity and omnipresence are
repeated throughout the mosque. Khoury includes translations of the Arabic around the niche
mihrab’s horseshoe arch (seen in figure 9) as al-Hakam's orders are included to:
"set up these two supports of what he has founded upon purity and with sanction from
God" (nasb hadhayn al- minkabayn fimd assasahu Cald taqwa min allahi wa ridwIan),
with the middle portion of verse 7:43, "Praise be to God, who has guided us to this
(hadana ii hadha), never could we have found guidance (wa ma kunna linah- tadi) had it
not been for God's guidance (lawla 'an hadadn); indeed it was the truth (al-haqq) that the
apos- tles of our Lord brought to us." The verse accordingly transforms the minkabayn,
usually understood as a refer- ence to the two pairs of marble columns flanking mihrab
niche, into the metaphorical supports - the haqq and huda- of an "eternal house" whose
founda136tions are piety and divine sanction (taqwd wa ridwan). Together, these
foundations uphold a single statement, the universal davwa inscribed as a call to the
Abrahamic milla in the mosque's central dome, the qubbat al-Islam to which Abd alRahman III led unbelievers by "adjusting the course of the faith." The "venerated house",
"venerable" and "eternal" construction facilitated by God's aid, thus amounts to more than
the physical structure of the mosque. It implies the caliphate itself, a necessity for the
unification of a Muslim community torn apart by the schisms instigated by false
caliphs.”137
Khoury states, “nowhere do the inscriptions refer to a mosque, but rather to a house of worship
that fulfills a series of prophecies and completes the final cycle of Umayyad history.”138 The
Great Mosque of Cordoba highlights the power of God and how Islam interacts with the
Umayyad caliphate. The quotations incorporated into the mosque are significant as they set the
intention for each space. Al-Hakam’s entrance highlights the forgiving nature of God, the arch
quotes highlight the power of God’s creations as well as how the Umayyads have been blessed
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by God as they have followed his wishes and prophecies. The niche inscriptions showcase the
importance of pure devotion to God and the importance of unity under God. The niche mihrab's
horseshoe arch inscriptions demonstrate the Umayyad’s relationship with God and the
importance of unity of the Muslim community. These quotations provide further insight into
what the Umayyads saw as important to portray to their people. Collectively, these inscriptions
emphasize the importance of God’s omnipresence and devotion to human beings. The Great
Mosque of Cordoba further demonstrates the role of religion in Islamic architecture as it serves
to inspire a relationship with the divine.

Part 4: The Alhambra
The Alhambra is a unique complex that capitalizes on poetry that speaks in first person,
which indicates a strong connection to Islamic Medieval culture. The Alhambra is a palace
structure (figures 1-2)139 that holds great significance for Spain as well as for Muslim people.
Begun in the 13th century by the Nasrid emir Muhammed I Ibn al-Ahmar, four sultans or leaders
were believed to have had the most impact on the Alhambra. These leaders were Muhammad I
(1195-1273), Isma’il I (1314-1325), Yusuf I (1333-54), and Muhammad V (1354-59 and 136291). Muhammad I founded the Nasrid caliphate in 1232 and was the grandfather of Yusuf I and
the great grandfather of Muhammad V. It was vital for Muhammad I to gain political control of
Granada in order to start building the Alhambra. The scholar Antonio Fernández-Puertas states,
“when Muhammad I gained control of what was left of Al-Andalus and established the Nasrid
Sultanate, he placed men he could trust in key cities and strongholds. He appointed his brother
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Isma'il as the governor of Malaga.”140 Isma'il I ruled from 1314-25 before being assassinated by
a cousin. His sons, Muhammad IV and Yusuf I, succeeded his reign.141 Isma’il was very cultured
and enjoyed poetry, architecture, and fortification design. Fernández-Puertas shares how Isma’il
restructured the royal mansion in Granada and was the patron of the Alcazar Genii, the Puerta de
la Armas in the Alcazaba, and the large palace complex Palacio de Comares.142 Yusuf I served as
ruler from 1333-54 and was a young leader who was devoted to the arts. Fernández-Puertas
mentions how under Yusuf’s rule cultural figures marked the Nasrid court. Cultural leaders like
Ibn al-Jayyab and Ibn al-Khattb lead the Nasrid dynasty in cultural, literary, artistic, and
scientific innovations. This golden age of cultural cultivation lasted thorough Yusuf I’s reign and
his son Muhammad V’s rule and later declined.143 It is important to note that Yusuf was
dedicated to harmony with Christian kingdoms. Many of his political and government documents
were made available to Christian kingdoms who were Yusuf’s allies, such as the Kingdom of
Castile.144 Yusuf founded Muslim madrasas, religious schools, in order to establish Islam as the
dominant religion of Granada.145 Yusuf recruited influential poets into his court like the poet Ibn
Al-Jayyab and his pupil, the great polygraph Ibn al-Khattb, who in turn taught Ibn Zamrak.
Fernández-Puertas states, “these last two also served in the court of Muhammad V and the poems
they composed were engraved in the royal houses, palaces and dwellings, on sepulchral stones
and on objects of art and textiles.”146 Fernández-Puertas believed, “great artistic and visual
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refinement, combined with the use of water and gardens in the Alhambra architecture and
incorporated into the landscape, transformed this Nasrid period into one of the high points of
Muslim civilization- it reached its climax with Yusuf I and continued under his son Muhammad
V.”147 Yusuf made great additions to the Alhambra complex. The main structures Yusuf I
commissioned were the bab al-Shari’a of 749, the Torre Quebrada in the Alcazaba, Qalahurra
Nueva built in 750. Fernández-Puertas shares how Yusuf’s additions focused on poetry and text
as he states, “the sultan's reform of the Comares hammam is confirmed by the poetic text that
names Yusuf I… and his final work, the grandest building in Nasrid architecture and in many
respects a unique surviving construction in the Muslim world, his great throne room, the Salon
de Comares.”148
Muhammad V, the son of Yusuf I became leader and ruled in 1354-9 and again in 136291 when he regained power.149 Muhammad V was a leader who was drawn to peace. FernándezPuertas states, “according to Ibn al-Khattb, he also ensured peace among members of his own
family, by liberating his uncle Isma'il who had been imprisoned by his father, and marrying
Isma'il's daughter, his own first cousin.”150 During his second reign, he was focused on political
relationship between Muslim and Christian leaders as he hosted many of these individuals for
social gatherings.151 Muhammad V marked the great third period of Nasrid art as he was able to
restructure palaces. Fernández-Puertas shares how the major boom of Nasrid art had begun in the
second period under his grandfather Isma'il I (1314-25), and reached its classical climax under
his father Yusuf I, “when traditional forms attained their final monumental and classical
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grandeur….the third period of Nasrid art under Muhammad V was to be characterized by a new
outburst of imagination and creative invention in both architecture and decoration.”152
Fernández-Puertas demonstrates what Muhammad was able to accomplish as, “he completed the
east facade of the Puerta el Vino and built the monumental extension of the private apartments in
the Palacio de Comares around the inner patio, notably the Sala de la Barca.”153 These leaders
were able to inherit the Alhambra and add more to the palace complex. Muhammad I set the
stage as he gained control over Granada and the Alhambra and was able to pass this land down to
his family members. Isma’il I was able to integrate poetry and decoration into the Alhambra.
Yusuf I made great headway in terms of building additions to the complex. Muhammad V was
able to jumpstart a booming artistic period in the Nasrid history.
Understanding the complex of the Alhambra and its evolution throughout different
leaders is vital to comprehending the structure as a whole. The topography of the land
surrounding the Alhambra plays an important role in the evolution of the complex. The name
Alhambra comes from the red clay from which it is derived from the terrain of the hills
surrounding the palace.154 The fortified enclosure of the palace is located upon a hill known as a
Sabikah.155 The Sabikah serves as a natural point of defense. Because the Alhambra is situated
on a hill, access to water was difficult. Aqueducts became necessary for survival.156 The scholar
Oleg Grabar speaks to the surrounding features of the Alhambra when he states, “the Alhambra
is connected to a large number of extraneous features. ‘To the north-west a wall follows down
the steep contours of the terrain; in ways which have now disappeared, it joined the Darro, stand
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the ruins of a bridge probably erroneously identifies as the jisr al-Qadi.”157 Grabar shares how
the west walls of the Torres Bermejas and the Vermilion Towers were fixed and maintained.
Grabar shares how, “the gently sloping southern edge of the Sabujag and the large Carmen de los
Martires to the south-east originally formed part of the Alhambra complex, even if it remained
outside its walled enclosure.’”158 The Alhambra was surrounded by rich landscape features as
well as culture. The atmosphere of the Alhambra and Granada was one that was trying to
promote coexistence between Arab aristocrats, Muslim Arab or Berber soldiers and settlers,
Christians, and Jewish people.159 Grabar shares how, after the death of al-Hakam II in 976, the
Muslim experience in Spain was tainted with violence. Grabar states, “the Christian Reconquista
became the dominant force in the peninsula…Toledo fell in 1085, Cordoba in 1246, Seville in
1248. Muslim reaction took the form of several incursions, initially successful but ultimately
failing, of fanatical and puritanical dynasties from Morocco, the Almoravis and the
Almohads.”160 The change in leadership impacted the evolution of the Alhambra as well as the
culture in Granada. The political relations in Granada were no longer clear as Islamic Spain
continued to change. Grabar demonstrates this when he says, “Just as in Cordoban times many a
Christian prince was the vassal of the Muslim caliphs, so after the strong Christian kingdom, the
one in Granada, survived by being under theoretical Christian suzerainty.”161 Grabar believes
that this moment is peculiar as although the Alhambra is thought of as an Islamic structure it was
built during a time when Spain did not seem to be Islamic at all.162
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Grabar highlights how the Berber dynasties impacted Granada. Grabar states how during
the 11th century, Berbers began moving into Spain. Grabar shares how, “under the three rulers
Habus, Badis, and Abdallah (1025-90) the city increased in population…they were concentrated
on the Alcazaba hill and its immediate surroundings. The city walls of this time have been
partially preserved, probably of the eleventh century…to the northwest, a palace was built.”163
Grabar argued that the most important moment of the creation of the Alhambra was construction
by the Jewish vizier of the Zirids, Yusuf ibn Naghrallah, who built a palace on the Alhambra
hill.164 “It is not clear whether this was finished before Yusuf was murdered in 1066, but one
account definitely accuses the vizier of building, or wanting to build, a more impressive palace
than the king’s.”165 It is thought that the 11th century stone masonry wall and the Fountain of
Lions can be connected back to Yusuf I. Grabar believed, “the lions appear to be closer in style
to eleventh-twelfth-century than to fourteenth-century sculpture, and the present basin was
certainly not made originally for them. The lions may, therefore, have belonged to an eleventhcentury fountain.”166
During the next century, Granada was consumed with political issues and wars with the
Almoravids and Almohads, the two Berber dynasties which sought to stop the reconquest of
Andalusia by Christians. During this time no great architectural or artistic achievements were
met. The year 1238 marks the second turning point in the history of Granada. Grabar explains
how Muhammad ibn Yusuk ibn Nasr, known as Ibn al-Ahmar took the city and became the sole
ruler of Granada and Muslim Spain. His family’s rule lasted until 1492. Grabar states, “even the
two most successful reigns–Yusuf I (133-54) and Muhammad V (1354-9 and 1362-91)–were far
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from peaceful, although they do not match in complexity and tragedy the last fifty years of the
dynasty.”167 A wave of prosperity came over Granada as many urban bourgeoisie Muslim and
Christians began to trade in the Mediterranean world.168 Grabar highlighted, “the second feature
is that, since the area round Granada became a refuge for displaced Muslims from elsewhere, the
process of Islamization begun in previous centuries was completed in curious way Granada was
most Muslim just before the Christian conquest and at a time of partial Christian political
suzerainty.”169 During the late Middle Ages, the arts flourished in Granada thanks to poetry. Ibn
al-Khatib (1313-74), and by his protege Ibn Zamrak (1333-93) created poetry to decorate the
Alhambra.170 Grabar remarks, “it was…in a world which was politically unstable, economically
prosperous, intellectually constricted and self-centered, poetically rich if not always original,
fascinated with the past, and immensely erudite that the Alhambra was created in the form in
which we know it.”171 Grabar stated that the chronology of the development of the Alhambra is
impossible to find due to the lack of historical records. The Alhambra was never home to the
original patron and was not just a structure but was its own city.172 The Alhambra was seen as
the hub for Christians and Muslims to live together.
Chronological points of the Alhambra depict the evolution of the structure. The counter
enclosure and the aqueduct were completed by the end of the fifteenth century (figure 10). Yusuf
I (1333-54) and Muhammad V (1354-9 and 1362-91) commissioned the gardens, pavilions, and
Court of the Myrtles and Lions at the Alhambra. The bath, mausoleum and several gates
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showcase the vision of Yusuf I and Muhammad V (figure 10).173 The interior of the Tower of the
Infantas done in the mid 15th century highlights the use of poetry which is significant (figure
10).174 Grabar shares how the additions of the Alhambra commissioned by Yusuf I and
Muhammad V were brilliant parts of the Alhambra.175
The gates are a significant part of the Alhambra as they were built first, and they are the
first feature visitors see when entering the premises. Grabar believed, “the Alhambra was both a
part of the city of Granada and remained independent of it, with its own direct contacts with the
outside world.”176 Grabar emphasized the meaning behind walls and gates when he states, “the
walls and towers can be interpreted as simply defensive and protective as means of separating
different kinds of lives, as reflections of internal planning, or as any combination of these
purposes.”177 Four gates mark the entrance of the Alhambra: the Gate of Justice, the Gate of
Law, the Gate of Islamic Law, and the Gate of Arms. The Gate of Justice was created in 1348.
This gate utilizes three different kinds of vaults: “an elongated cross vault, a cupola, then three
traditional cross vaults; it is almost as though the architect or the patron sought to show off his
technical versatility.”178 The gate was inscribed with the phrases: “there is no God but God,
Muhammad is His Prophet, There is no force or power except in God.”179 The outer walls of the
Alhambra were built in the later part of the 13th century. The Gate of Justice including its
inscription and decoration was built in the 14th century under Yusuf I.180 The Gate of Islamic
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Law was where justice was served in terms of punishments for people.181 The Gate of Arms
connects the Alhambra to the city of Granada (figure 1).182 Grabar states, “difficult to reach from
the outside, it rose into the oldest fortified part of the Alhambra and is justly celebrated for its
superb vaults.”183
The Alcazaba citadel was created next as a part of the Alhambra (figure 1).184 In the 14th
century this fortress served as military barracks and as a prison.185 The Mexuar complex at the
western end of the palace connects the Casa Real Vieja, the Old Royal Residence, of Royal
Palace. The Mexuar is a melting pot of old and new features. Some of the attributes include a
court with halls, a small mosque with an adjoining square building which could have been a
minaret, a court with a pool, and gates with stucco decoration.186 Grabar shares the following:
“since the name of Isma’il appears on one of the inscriptions in the covered room
alongside numerous inscriptions with the titles of Muhammad V, there is not doubt that
this is an area that was used throughout the fourteenth century; it is furthermore possible
that the lower courts belong to an earlier phase, because their plan is quite different from
anything known elsewhere in the Alhambra….while we can be certain that most of these
courts and rooms were in use in the 14th century, it is impossible to say how much earlier
any of them were built.”187
The Mashwar, or the royal tribunal, was also credited to Muhammad V’s rulership. This tribunal
references poems by Ibn Zamrak from 1365. “Quranic fragments which refer to a mosque and to
victories, while the poems are glorifications of the prince (almost certainly Muhammad V) and
his work.”188

181

Ibid.
Oleg Grabar, The Alhambra (Harvard University Press, 1978). 24.
183
Ibid. 48.
184
Ibid. 24.
185
Ibid.
186
Ibid. 51.
187
Ibid.
188
Ibid. 53.
182

44

The Court of the Myrtles, Hall of Ambassadors, and Court of the Lions are other integral
architectural features of the Alhambra. The Court of the Myrtles includes a pool in the center. On
the southern end of the court there is a portico with six columns and a modern door.189 The Hall
of the Ambassadors occupies the largest external tower of the Alhambra. Grabar describes this
hall when she explains that the plan is simple and has three central alcoves that serve as opening
spaces. Grabar states, “what makes the hall so striking are its decoration of tiles and stucco on
the walls and its ceiling of 8,017 pieces of different colored woods.”190 It was believed that the
exterior tower could have been built in the 13th century, “the court itself and some of the smaller
units seem to be of the time of Yusuf I; but most of the decoration, it not of the architecture, of
the Salade lar Barce, and the Hall of the Ambassadors belongs to the time of Muhammad V.”191
The Court of the Lions is one of Muhammad V’s greatest accomplishments. This courtyard is a
closed composition with squares surrounded by a portico. The Fountain of the Lions
demonstrates the symbolism of lions and strength.
The Alhambra is significant as it is one of the only Islamic structures built in Spain that is
so intact in terms of architecture and inscriptions. “Most of the Alhambra palace complex that
stands today was built by the Nasrid rulers of Granada between 1237-1492. It consists of several
semi-independent palaces, of which one of the latest was the Lions Palace, built between 1370
and 1390 by Muhammad V (r. 1354-1359 and 1362-1392.”192 The center of the courtyard of the
Mirador has a rectangular courtyard that includes horizontal water channels (figure 25).193 The
channels lead to a central fountain with twelve lion sculptures (figure 26).194 The four water
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channels signify the four cardinal directions which creates a connection between geometry and
architecture. “The courtyard is enclosed by an arcade on level slightly higher than the garden's
intersecting, cross-axial paved paths.”195 Groups of thin columns line the gallery and support the
gallery arches (figure 27).196
Grabar states, “a very great deal about this extraordinary monument is unknown, or at
least unpublished. This is particularly true of what may be called the anatomy of the monument,
its masonry, its foundations, the joins between its walls, the accidental or controlled finds made
during excavations.”197 The foundational location of the Court of the Lions is important to keep
in mind. The Court of the Lions is seen across the Lindaraja mirador and garden and is seen
against the extending the walls of the palace city to the Albaicin. This location creates a sense of
an enclosed space that is surrounded by landscape. Orange trees were placed in the garden of the
Court of the Lions which bloomed magnificent flowers. The flowers and fruit trees added to the
ambiance of a paradise which the Court of the Lions and the Alhambra at large aimed to create.
The scholar Jose Vilchez emphasized the overall feeling at the Court of the Lions when he states,
“the most ingenious recreation of the concept of an Islamic garden/paradise is certainly found in
the Court of the Lions. It is no accident that those who conceived and built this patio gave it the
name ‘Garden of Delight’ (al- Riyå∂ al- Sa‘Èd). The poems which originally adorned this
impressive creation of Muhammad V, long vanished from its walls, almost all referred – and in a
very direct manner – to the theological- architectonic concept of the garden/paradise.”198 The
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literary, natural work, and strategic placement of the Court of the Lions created a strong
connection between Earth and paradise.
It is challenging to understand the chronology of the Alhambra due to its age and lack of
documentation of the structure. Grabar emphasizes the significance of the structure when he
shares, “the Alhambra was a miniature city, dominated by a royal establishment….the decline of
the Nasrid dynasty after the death of Muhammad V preserved so much of his work at the
Alhambra, or because there had been from the very beginning some more or less coherent idea
about a palatial establishment which took many decades to reach completion, assuming that it
was in fact completed by Muhammad V.”199 Understanding the layout of the complex as well as
the historical context adds to the overall impact of this structure.
The scholar Laura Eggleton explores the history of the Alhambra and specifically the
Nasrid influence on the structure. Eggleton states, “[the Alhambra] originally constructed under a
succession of Nasrid rulers between 1232 and 1492, the exceptionally well-preserved palace
complex later became archetypal to Western scholarship of ‘Moorish’ architecture and ornament,
despite its many subsequent alterations under the Catholic monarchs.”200 The Nasrids completed
the interiors of the Alhambra from the 13th-14th centuries. The interiors of stucco, wood,
ceramic, and carved plasters are seen in the Palaces of the Lion, Comares, Partal and Generalife
(figures 28-30).201 The decorative program is one that honors Nasrid culture of emphasizing
geometry and script.202 Eggleton states, “in the case of the Alhambra, a large percentage of its
buildings were converted or rebuilt by Christians in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries...
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However, the desire to see the Alhambra as an ‘authentic’ Islamic palace functioned to both
flatten the history of its Nasrid construction and draw a veil over its wider history of
transformation after 1492.”203 The issue of authenticity becomes prominent when discussing the
Alhambra due to the Christian influence in the 16th and 17th centuries. The 19th century version
of the Alhambra is thought of as pure Islamic due to its intact structure.204
Eggleton demonstrates the connection between the Nasrid and Almoravid dynasty and
how this impacted the history of the Alhambra, “in Nasrid palatial decoration the component
forms and motifs are strongly stylized, drawing from and elaborating upon an inheritance of
motifs and design formats received from the preceding ruling power in the Iberian peninsula, the
Almohad dynasty, which had in turn borne the impact of designs and motifs formulated under its
own predecessor, the Almoravid dynasty.”205 The vegetal motifs was an aspect that the
Almoravids used throughout the 13th and 14th century. The Almoravids tended to exaggerate
curvature and lines, which the Nasrids borrowed in the decorative program of the Alhambra.206
Eggleton demonstrates how the influence of the Almoravids is seen in Nasrid execution of the
palace, “the use of these design compositions in carved plaster reached a pinnacle of
sophistication during the reigns of the Nasrid sultans Yusuf I (r. 1333-54) and Muhammad V (r.
1354-59 and 1362-91).” It is important to note that during the second reign of Muhammad V,
foreign elements were incorporated in his art such as the lotus flower. The lotus flower
symbolizes the sultan’s awareness of other cultures which could have been attributed to trade
with the Mamluk culture.207 New technologies emerged during the Nasrid rulership, especially
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during Yusuf I’s reign. New molds were made to produce high relief vegetal motifs and designs.
This replaced heavy blocks of gesso that was used previously. This is why during Yusuf’s
leadership, leather surfaces were covered with motifs and scripture.208 Yusuf’s rule marked a
move into incorporating contemporary history which is seen through including poems by Ibn alJayyab, “found in the Qalahurra al-jadida (also known as the Tower of the Captive) consists of
metaphoric themes that establish the greatness of the tower and the Alhambra fortress, as well as
its current patron, ending with a fakhr or glorification of sultan Yusuf I. This demonstrates how
architecture reflects contemporary issues and policies and showcases the active role of
architecture rather than passive.209 This demonstrates how the Alhambra was able to move from
a historical structure into one that was central to contemporary life.
The Alhambra is a complex palace structure as it went through different owners and
purposes. The Alhambra adapted to its climate and had unique features which made it
comfortable during warm and cool weather periods. The scholar Todd Willmert discusses the
climate of the Alhambra after Muhammad V’s additions as he states, “in the Lions Palace, the
rich variety of spaces, its wealth of varied salas, miradors, and unique alcoves, all around an
arcaded patio, illustrates another means to address Granada's climate of extremes. It becomes
clear that these palaces encompassed a range of spaces with distinct environmental
conditions.”210 Exterior walls are limited to provide proper air circulation to the visitors as well
as to the structure. A plan of the Alhambra is seen in figure 11.
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The scholar Todd Willmert highlights different components of the Alhambra including its
air flow technology. Willmert shares how the Hall of the Ambassadors has three floors with nine
camarites with high windows to promote ventilation. “The large openings of the Sala foster air
movement between the qubba [throne chamber] and the courtyard, with the portico protecting the
tower's south wall from the sun…The combination of all these architectural elements, courtyard,
portico, and tower in conjunction with the thermal and physical effects of air movement, helps to
ameliorate hot summer conditions.”211 The architecture demonstrates the advanced technology
used in the Alhambra to foster air flow.
Willmert highlights the Lions Palace and shares how the Lions Palace section of the
Alhambra includes open and closed chambers, outdoor spaces, and miradors. The courtyard
arcade utilizes shade in order to make visitors feel more comfortable in the elements. The
gardens of the Lions Palace are significant as they are used to connect the eastern and western
sides of the complex. Willmert shares how the two gardens incorporate a great amount of
diversity with four sunken planting beds that are inside the courtyard arcade and the Lindaraja
Garden, Lions Palace, and Albaicin. Willmert shares how, “unlike the Hall of the Two Sisters to
the north and the Hall of the Abencerrajes to the south enclosed, more private chambers fitted
with doors and windows, the Hall of the Kings and the Hall of the Mocarabes are fully integrated
with the arcade and patio. Their geometry, long and narrow, further differentiates them from the
Hall of the Two Sisters and the Hall of the Abencerrajes, both domed, square salas centered on
basins.”212 The geometry of these specific areas of the Alhambra demonstrates how the structure
interacts with outdoor spaces.
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The Sala de la Barca (figure 12) is able to regulate its temperature due to the use of stone
masonry.213 The stone is able to retain a cool temperature and is able to cool down the structure
from the floors and the walls. The scholar Todd Willmert highlights different components of the
Alhambra including its air flow technology. Willmert shares how the Hall of the Ambassadors
has three floors with nine camarites with high windows to promote ventilation. “The large
openings of the Sala foster air movement between the qubba [throne chamber] and the courtyard,
with the portico protecting the tower's south wall from the sun…The combination of all these
architectural elements, courtyard, portico, and tower in conjunction with the thermal and
physical effects of air movement, helps to ameliorate hot summer conditions.”214 The use of
windows and materials are able to regulate the temperature which indicates the technological
progress of the Nasrid empire. The Lion’s Palace includes important inscription and connection
to the political leader Muhammad V r. 1354-1359 and 1362-1392.215 A ground plan of the Lion’s
Palace is seen in figure 15.216 North of the Hall of the Two Sisters the Lindaraja Mirador (figure
16) inscription highlights Muhammad V’s reign and power.217 Willmert demonstrated how,
“inscriptions compare the sultan to both ‘sun’ and ‘shade’: he is like the sun in his importance,
with his good works providing his people with shade.”218 The Hall of the Two Sisters (figure 17)
and the Hall of the Abencerrajes have central basins in order to facilitate evaporation and
temperature control.219 The garden plan played an important role as the four sunken planting
beds enclosed the courtyard arcade and emphasized the significance of the relationship between
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the structure and the natural world. Due to the complexity of the Alhambra complex, Ferdinand
and Isabella inhabited the Nasrid palace as it was without making major changes.220
Understanding the arch types used in Islamic architecture is important as these themes are
repeated in the Alhambra. The scholar Francois-Auguste De Montequin highlights the significant
characteristic of arches in Islamic architecture. The horseshoe, pointed horseshoe, and foliated
arch was common in the Al-Andalus area and was commonly used in other Islamic structures
such as the Great Mosque of Cordoba. De Montequin states, the horseshoe arch is by far the
most typical arcuated form used in Andalusian architecture. “The horseshoe arch is a derivation
of the round arcuated form; its intrados is longer than the half-circle of a round arch. The
advantage of the horseshoe over the round arcuated form is that during construction the former
can support its own centering while the latter cannot.”221 The centering of the horseshoe arch on
a lintel and lower voussoirs provides additional support to the arch. On the other hand, round
arches are supported from the ground and obstructs access to the area. This arch was used in
Roman architecture as well, which signifies a link with Rome. The Umayyads in Syria also used
the horseshoe arch. Eastern Umayyads were influenced by early Christian and late Roman
horseshoe arches as well.222 De Montequin shares how, “the Cordovan Caliphal arcuated form is
also characterized by its voussoirs, especially during the Umayyad period. These are emphasized
by (1) their colors (red and white in sequence), (2) their planes, which indent and protrude from
the face of the arch (in sequence), and (3) the concentration of their carved decorations.”223
De Montequin highlights the characteristics of Andalusian architecture. He demonstrates
how the pointed arch was commonly used in the Andalusian region, which is a combination of
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the horseshoe and pointed arcuated form. This arch “incorporates the technical advantages of
both; it can support its own centering (as in the horseshoe arch) and its thrust is diverted
diagonally down to the sides (as in the pointed arch).”224 The foliated arch is composed of
multiple arcs, such as a trefoil, cinquefoil, and multifoil arch.225 The author also shares that the
horseshoe, pointed-horseshoe, and foliated arch was most commonly used in Andalusian
architecture. De Montequin states, “while the arcuated forms in any given period emerged due to
various reasons, such as, for instance, the incorporation and adaptation of influences from an
earlier age or period, it appears that the Andalusian preference for intercrossing arches was a
major inspiration for new forms.”226 The utilization of arches is quintessential in Islamic
architecture. Understanding the historical context and usage of the various arch forms is
important in terms of comprehending Islamic architectural traditions.

Poetry, the Lindaraja Mirador, and the Alhambra
Poetry and scripture play an integral role in the Alhambra (figure 16) as these poems and
verses are used to portray important messages from the sultans and other patrons of the
structure.227 Scholars have created connections between the scripture as well as the location of
the script in order to find meaning and relationships between the two. Scholars have,
“interpret[ed] the Palace of the Lions as an allegorical paradise garden…the "Gothic-style"
paintings on the ceiling of the northern alcove of the Hall of Justice in the Palace of the Lions is
indeed integrated into the allegorical program of that architectural setting, thus furthering [a]
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general thesis of the transcultural framework of the aesthetics of Al-Andalus.”228 The ceiling
paintings in the Palace of the Lions are important to consider as the decorations add to the
feeling of paradise. Painting, scripture, and poetry are important to consider as they enhance the
overall message of a structure. Images and script provide a clear message from the patrons to its
followers. The decorative programs in Medieval Islamic structures are vital as these messages
provide insight into the beliefs of Medieval Muslims during this time period. The poetry serves
as an intermediary between the viewer and the geometric and vegetal motifs.229 The Tower of the
Captive also known as the Qalahurra (figure 18) remains significant as this is one of the most
prominent architectural features of Medieval Islamic structures.230 The bashura (bent entrance
corridor), a defensive feature characteristic of Nasrid buildings, leads from the entryway, into the
Qalahurra (figure 19-20).231 The square plan of this area is important as geometry, and perfect
shapes were crucial to Islamic beliefs. The symmetrical floor plan creates a perfect shape and
space to honor God and highlights the flawless qualities of God. The Qalahurra contains a central
niche with three other niches on the side which open to a window.232 The current wooden
ceilings of the Qalahurra date back to 1878-1892 and the stucco decorations of the poems from
the 19th century have been preserved. The scholar Olga Bush emphasizes the poetic inscriptions
when she states, “the poetic epigraphy forms part of the carved stucco decoration and is situated
on the walls above the dadoes of ceramic tile mosaics. The verses, executed in cursive Maghribi
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style, are vocalized.”233 Maghribi script was used in the Al-Andalus region and brings to light the
Kufic script and focuses on an even thickness of writing.234
During the 14th century, three poets decorated the walls and fountains of the Alhambra
with scripture written in marble, wood, and stucco. Ibn al-Jayydb (1274-1348), who served as
vizier and secretary of state to the sultan Yussuf I, wrote 10-12 mural poems. “Ibn al-Khatib
(1313-1375), his student and successor in the post of vizier to Yussuf I and Muhammad V, best
known for his historical and political commentaries, was the author of two surviving inscribed
poems. His protege and eventual rival for political advancement was Ibn Zamrak (1333-c.1393),
who wrote eight poems, many of them quite lengthy.”235 It is significant to note that “the content
of the inscriptions at the Alhambra: some (and perhaps all) of them were written simultaneously
with or even after the construction of the architecture. Inserted into the bands framing doors,
windows, and niches, they substituted for, or perhaps literally erased the ubiquitous Nasrid
motto, ‘There is no conqueror but God.’”236
Poems by Ibn al-Jayyab, a poet and minister in the Nasrid court, are included in the
stucco decoration. Ibn al-Jayyab, who lived from 1274-1349 in Granada, mentions four poems
which connect to the four cardinal directions as well as the sky and earth.237 These metaphors are
present on the walls, floor, and ceiling, “whose collective figurative force is to liken the palace
(al-qasr) to the world, and so expand its significance.”238 The poems emphasize unity and
oneness, which demonstrates Ibn al-Jayyab’s agenda.239 The poems emphasize its relationship
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with the Alhambra by stating, “the Alhambra is "proud" of it, "like [of] a crown"; it
"embellishes" the Alhambra; and it "honors" the Alhambra. Moreover, the opening verse of the
remaining poem extends the context beyond the palatial city, proclaiming that the "monument's"
(al-masnac) "fame spread through every land."240 The middle part of each poem…supplies the
works with the imagery of the building, while the concluding fakhrs (stanzas) glorify the sultan
Yusuf I (figure 21).241 The poetry works simultaneously with the architecture and imagery of the
structures. As Olga Bush has demonstrated, these poems are characterized by a linear movement
from a general and metaphorical statement to detailed descriptive images.”242
The four poems by Ibn al-Jayyab, written in the 14th century, are inscribed in horizontal
areas which combine ceramic mosaic and plaster. The lower dadoes of the wall are filled with
geometric designs which radiate off a star. An eight and sixteen point star are included in the
geometric program of the dadoes. The dadoes are located on the walls of the central niche and
are seen in white, green, blue, and brown. The multicolored schemes of the ceramic tiles and use
of copper and silver are seen for the first time in the decoration of the Alhambra.”243 Between the
dadoes of the mosaic are two horizontal bands. Bush describes the detail of the bands and states
that the first bands are filled with muqarnas frieze which leans against the columns. Bush states,
“the next contains polylobed cartouches, large ovals filled with epigraphy alternating with
smaller circles filled with foliate forms enclosed by a rectangular frame inscribed with Ibn alJayyab's verses. The poetic text in this band starts on one wall and continues to the adjoining
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wall, linking two sides of a corner, as though the verses were providing structural support for the
qubba (figure 21-22) as a whole.”244
Foliate elements were painted with gold and silver leaf and some other elements were
painted red or blue to provide a visual contrast. Bush demonstrates the importance of using gold
in the script when she shares that Ibn al Khatib shared how poetic epigraphs utilized pure gold
and lapis lazuli. On the decoration in the Qalahurra al-jadlda of Yusuf I, Ibn al-Jayyab, in a poem
inscribed on its wall (figure 23), says that the designs are muzakhraf (polychromed) and
mudhahhab (gilded).245 The juxtaposition of primary colors red, blue, and gold …appears to have
predominated in the color scheme of the carved plaster panels in the Qalahurra al-jadtda, where
the red and blue grounds alternate within the rows of the rhomboid grid, as does the color of the
naskh-thuluth inscriptions within it.”246 The coloring of the poems provides a strong feeling for
the viewer and is a way to honor the heritage of the Alhambra. The decorative program inside the
Qalaburra is an example of the aesthetic commitment of the Alhambra (figure 22-24).247 The
scholar Olga Bush shares the details of the decorative program of the Alhambra when she states:
“Various facets of this approach are employed consistently throughout the interiors of all
palatial precincts: the division of the wall plane along its elevation into successive
horizontal areas, in which a specific decorative element (geometry, foliation, or
epigraphy) predominates; the superimposition of decorative grids, carved at various
depths; the employment of similar embellishments in distinct areas of the decoration,
which further enhances visual unity and coherence in the compositional scheme as a
whole; the application of pigments in a color scheme with respect to fore- and
background motifs; the use of decorative materials along the elevation (dadoes of ceramic
tile mosaics, carved stucco, wood artesonados, or molded plaster muqarnas vaults); and,
finally, the use of all three types of parietal epigraphy Qur'anic, formulaic, and poetic.”248
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The scriptural elements are not just limited to the Lion’s Palace but are significant in other
locations of the Alhambra like the Lindaraja Mirador. The poetry inscribed on the walls of the
Mirador point to the importance of the sultan which is seen through a visual continuum of “that
began with him and ended symbolically at the horizons of his kingdom.”249 The windows
carefully frame the curated view of the landscape in order to “serve to naturalize the implied
association be- tween vision and possession, and between territory and authority.”250
The columns are used as a marker between exterior and interior spaces, which connects
the gardens to the architecture. This aids in the goal of creating a visually continuous complex.
The intricately carved stucco on the walls (figure 26-28) adds to this feeling as the vegetal
designs connect to the gardens.251 The carvings also create a strong contrast of light and dark
which make the wall feel penetrable.252 “The multi-columned arcades do serve as screens
dividing the airy garden from the surrounding halls and chambers, and in fact almost all the
rooms in the Alhambra mediate in some way between interior architecture and open-air gardens
or landscape. In Al-Andalus, palace architecture from the tenth century onward often had such
thresholds which defined, through differentiation, the viewer, and the view, and by analogy, the
king and his kingdom.”253
The Hall of Ambassadors, Lindaraja Mirador, and the Tower of Abu’l Hajjaij are
considered core buildings of the Alhambra. “The Lindaraja Mirador is reached by passing from
the north side of the Court of the Lions, through the Hall of the Two Sisters, and into a
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rectangular hall from which projects the small square chamber, which is the mirador.”254 The
Mirador projects onto the second level due to the uneven topography even though it technically
was built at the same level as the Hall of the Two Sisters. “The mirador is a box with single
windows on each side and a double, framed ajimez window in front; above these, a row of
stained glass windows admits a jewel- like radiance into the elegant chamber decorated with a
color- fully tiled dado and ornately carved plasterwork.”255 In the past the mirador had an allencompassing view of the landscape, but Charles V built walls to enclose the gardens in the 16th
century which altered the panoramic view.256 The view of the mirador across the Lindaraja
gardens and Court of the Lions creates a dramatic sight due to the enclosed space and landscape.
The enclosed space with the exterior landscape was constructed to connect the Court which was
the center of the Lions Palace and residence of the sultan, Muhammad V, with Granada visual
trajectory. “The Lindaraja Mirador thus binds and exterior spaces in the eyes of the beholder; the
name Lindaraja means ‘the eye of the house (the identity of A’isha is unknown.)’”257
The mirador serves as a place for viewing, but also becomes a place that emphasizes what
is beyond the frame of the mirador. As the scholar D. Fairchild Ruggles states, “the mirador was
thus a frame that constructed an object relationship in which the one was mutually upon the
other. This frame was material, delimiting scope of vision, as well as ideological, articulating of
power or lack thereof. The object – the landscape as viewed-was presented as the creation, and
the subject - the viewer-as commander of the vista or, in effect, its creator. In the frame of the
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mirador, landscape and gardens were doubly constructed as representations.”258 The gardens and
landscapes are constructed by human presence. The mirador’s frame defines the landscape and
integrates the viewer into the structure.
The interaction between natural life and man-made structures comes into play at the
Alhambra. The gardens consist of orange trees in the Court of the Lions, flowers, and irrigation
systems that help produce crops. As Ruggles shares how Al-Andalus experienced great
agricultural transformation in the 10th century, “The pleasing and carefully framed scene of
productivity and order seemed God-given, as if this were the way Al-Andalus was supposed to
be under the correct and good stewardship of the king, his dynasty, and Islam. Thus, human will
was couched in terms of divine intention.” 259 The mirador provides a frame in order to examine
the natural world. Ruggles uses the framework of real and natural to think about the landscape
when he states, “by ‘real’ I mean a layer of the world unmarked by external references and
interpretations; in this sense ‘real’ relates to, but is not synonymous with, ‘natural’ (the state of
the world prior to or untouched by humans). That the ‘real’ layer was authentic, in other words,
that it could be dissociated from semiotic systems of reference, was implicit in the act of
representing it. Once this separation of layers was proposed, the physical landscape collapsed
upon the constructed landscape of human desire.”260
The role of Muhammad V is significant as he places himself at the beginning of the
visual lineage that starts at the “Lindaraja Mirador to the horizons of his kingdom seems as
natural as the view itself, in which the frame's selection of a particular place and perspective
seems inalienable from the object seen, the architect's intention masked by the apparent
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artlessness of the scene.”261 The poems written under the rule of Muhammad V indicate the
sultan’s position in the political atmosphere. The sultan represents peace and righteousness. “The
inclusion of poetry to explain the view was an innovation that made possible an almost mystical
conflation of individual look (the view from the mirador) and all-seeing gaze (the light shed by
the moon and sun in Ibn Zamrak's poem), in which the sultan was posited impossibly as the
generator of both.”262 The text of the Lindaraja Mirador invites the viewer into the building and
tapestry of scripture. Ruggles demonstrates how “the mirador presents a circular and selffulfilling system of signs in which the sovereign authority that engenders it is also its primary
beneficiary, as it serves to legitimize him and his rule.”263 The Lindaraja Mirador represents the
pinnacle of the incorporation of poetry. The text built into the structure of the Lindaraja Mirador
highlights the important role of poetry and script as this provides another dimension to the
viewer's experience.

Post-Reconquista Alhambra
In the effort of understanding the whole picture of the survival of the Alhambra it is vital
to consider the role Charles V played in the conservation of the structure. Charles V added a new
palace to the Alhambra complex after his grandparents Ferdinand and Isabella lived in the
complex. Ferdinand and Isabella “adopted Nasrid court practices and even stipulated that the
Alhambra be preserved as a national monument.”264 In 1527, Charles V started to create new
plans of adding a palace to the Alhambra (figure 11). The scholar Glaire Anderson states how
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Charles maintained the basic thought of the Alhambra but was able to add new additions. “The
massive scale of Charles' new palace, the severe geometry of the circle-within-a square plan, and
the almost unadorned forms are rendered all the more vivid when juxtaposed with the intimate
scale and ornamental richness of the Nasrid palaces located just steps away.”265 1527 was the
same year in which Charles began corresponding on the specifics of his new palace at the
Alhambra, which is significant as it highlights his interest in the Alhambra despite his political
obligations. As the Holy Roman Emperor, Charles’s duty was to defend the Christian world.
Through this role, Charles was able to fend off the Ottoman Turks as well as the rise of
Protestants.266 Anderson states, “considering the religious and political context in which Charles
V was embroiled, the dramatic additions to the Great Mosque of Cordoba and the Alhambra,
with their insistence upon Gothic and Renaissance forms, are emphatic architectural statements
about the desire of the 16th century Christian Europe to control the past and, by extension their
stand against the rise of the Ottoman Empire.”267 Charles had a deep appreciation for Islamic
structures which is why he was involved in Islamic monuments.268 Charles’s relationship with
the Alhambra was one that was tainted with the desire to make his mark as the Holy Roman
Emperor. Charles’s focus was on creating a Christian Europe as his religious beliefs drove him to
later cast out Muslims. It is evident that Charles was in awe of Islamic structures, which is why
he kept some structures intact. Charles’s relationship with the Islamic world was conflicting as
he appreciated the arts of Islam but was pressured to honor his Christian tradition.
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Part 5: Conclusion
In conclusion, the Alhambra is a complex structure that marks the transition of power
from Umayyads to Nasrids and memorializes the reign of the Nasrid caliphate. This structure
marks the transition of power and memorializes the reign of the Nasrid caliphate. The Alhambra
touches on topics like religion and the relationship between Islam and Christianity. Due to the
complicated backgrounds of these two faiths, Granada and the Al-Andalus region became a site
for both of these religions to coexist. The reign of Charles V severely affected the Muslim
population in Granada, as he targeted Muslim people and structures. His focus was on
Christianizing Granada and Al-Andalus, which he did by destroying Islamic structures and
culture. By understanding Islamic structures like the Great Mosque of Cordoba as well as
Ottoman mosques, one is able to gain a better grasp on the importance of Islamic decorative
motifs. The decorative program in all Islamic structures considered in this thesis demonstrates
the level of skill of Muslim craftspeople as well as the motivation behind the non-figural
patterns.
Islam plays an integral role in Islamic structures as the power and divinity of God runs
through the veins of each edifice. The delicate poetry included in the decorative program of these
locations, highlights the importance of scripture to the Islamic tradition. The meaning behind the
written word is another way to honor the omnipresence of God. The Alhambra continues to
remain an important site as it is one that has remained mostly intact. The history of this structure
is clear and vibrant as it shines through every element of the Alhambra.
The Alhambra is a place of destruction as Muslims had to give up their home, but it also
marks a location of remembrance and beauty. The fact that Christian rulers did not destroy the
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Alhambra speaks for itself. The history, culture, significance, and beauty that this complex hold
is palpable to any visitor. The Alhambra means many different things to various people, but it is
clear that this location is transportive and representative of a paradise on earth.
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Photographs
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Figure 1. Plan of Nasrid Granada.

Figure 2. Plan of Alhambra complex.
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Figure 3. Dome of Imam Ash-Shafei.

Figure 4. Stalactite pendentives in Cairo Mosque.
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Figure 5. Hagia Sophia Dome.

Figure 6. Cordoba Mosque plan in 965.
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Figure 7. Cordoba Mosque plan in 1236.

Figure 8. Maqsura dome in Cordoba Mosque.
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Figure 9. Al-Hakam’s mihrab.

Figure 10. Al-Hakam’s mihrab, pearl shell hood.

Figure 11. Al-Hakam’s mihrab detail.
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Figure 12. Alhambra plan with aqueducts.

Figure 13. Ground Floor of Comares and Lions palaces during Nasrid rule.
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Figure 14. Sala de la Barca arcade.

Figure 15. Lions Palace.
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Figure 16. Lindaraja Mirador.

Figure 17. Hall of Two Sisters.
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Figure 18. General view of Alhambra.

Figure 19. Qalahurra exterior.
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Figure 20. Qalahurra.

Figure 21. Qalahurra of Yusuf I interior.
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Figure 22. Qalahurra of Yusuf I, interior of qubba.

Figure 23. Ibn al-Jayyab’s poem.

79

Figure 24. Decorative program of Qalahurra.

Figure 25. Horizontal water channels (Brooke Samaratunga).
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Figure 26. Fountain of Twelve Lions (Brooke Samaratunga).

Figure 27. Columns and gallery arches (Brooke Samaratunga).
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Figure 28. Stucco carvings (Brooke Samaratunga).

Figure 29. Stucco carvings from the Hall of the Kings (Brooke Samaratunga).
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Figure 30. Stucco ceiling from Hall of the Kings (Brooke Samaratunga).

Figure 31. Alhambra Palace (Brooke Samaratunga).
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Figure 32. View of Granada from the Alhambra (Brooke Samaratunga).

Figure 33. Court of the Lions (Brooke Samaratunga).
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Figure 34. Generalife pavilion (Brooke Samaratunga).
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